This paper is an expression of the social anthropologist's frustration with not being there, and an attempt to deal with my own chronic disciplinary identity crisis and my "it's complicated" relationship with participant observation.
When I reluctantly had to leave the dirt and mud and move on to other projects, I continued to use fieldwork mixed with other methods. But the proportion is the opposite, and I am frustrated that I can't be 'there' enough. As things were getting really interesting, I had to go home. Instead, I have to try to access other sources. And I, quite frankly, don't know how to deal with it. Most of all, I'm frustrated with trying to research social media. So frustrated, in fact, that I have adopted the 'ostrich approach': I stick my head in the sand, hoping it will just go away, which is hardly a long term solution to my problem or a methodological approach that funding bodies generally approve of.
But let us return to Russia. I recently stumbled across a conference paper that I wrote early on as a PhD student. I wrote it as I was approaching the end of my first period of fieldwork, relieved that no one asked me, 'but how is this anthropology' . Instead I asked this question to myself, anxious for disciplinary belonging or merely to be employable after attaining that PhD. There aren't too many places for interdisciplinary bastards, after all. (And here I am, almost 10 years on, still no proper employment, still the same disciplinary identity crisis.) I'm beginning that text in the woods and bogs of the Sinyavino heights east of St Petersburg. From 1941 to 1944 fierce battles raged here and helmets, splinters and barbed wire are still visible. What is not as visible is that the ground is also filled with the remains of the soldiers that fought here. I wanted to begin the text there, in the mud, and I seized upon a day in September a few years ago. It was during one of the unit's larger expeditions, but it was not enough people present and we were often working alone. During my third day in the same spot, in the same pit, I was getting bored. Digging was slow. The remains were in a very poor condition and I had to be careful. Patience with this type of work was one quality I could bring into the search unit, but the conditions were also frustrating as it was hard to do much social research, when isolated in a muddy pit where the only human presence was in the form of decomposed bones. On the third day I finally had some company. One of the search unit's members had just returned
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Journal of Current Cultural Research from working in the city and decided to help me. As one of the most experienced members in the unit, he was also a "key informant" who, over the years of my involvement in the unit, has been teaching me the intricacies of search work, and how to understand the terrain and infer the course of war. He started digging where I had not yet been digging, and almost immediately he encountered a pair of glasses. I inspected them, both fascinated and slightly annoyed that he had showed up to find the most interesting things. "It must be a politruk [political commissar]" my companion decided, explaining that glasses are a rare find.
We also found a decomposed pencil and an eraser, and the remains of what appeared to have been a purse containing 25 kopecks. Compared to the two soldiers I previously dug up out of the pit, a crumpled mug seems to have been their sole collective property, this was quite a find in all its modesty. The lenses in the glasses were intact, but the frames loose and broken.
This muddy pit was not too far from where I, two years previously, had my first encounter with this search for fallen soldiers. I was deeply affected when I found my first soldier. I had never handled human remains before, and the emotional impact it had on me was in many ways crucial in shaping my doctoral research. After two years, I was already a bit blasé.
Getting to know Russia and the Search Movement was both an intellectual and emotional process. Being there creates attachment and just being in this landscape is cherished by poiskoviki, as the search unit's members are called. However, place is also central to learning and teaching about the war, and about the search. The Dragon's teeth near the Sinyavino heights. Photo by the author.
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world of my doctoral fieldwork, St Petersburg, the woods and bogs, and not least the people, has come to mean much to me, but I cannot spend a lot of time there anymore. I work on other things, have other commitments. And not being there, not seeing my friend's children grow up, is painful.
This brings me back to Tyutchev. Perhaps you cannot grasp Russia with the mind? Is understanding a question of reason, or is it also about feeling? Emotions and attachment are important for making sense of things. Is separation of sense and sensibility possible? The dedicated fieldworker in me says no.
But there is more to my uneasiness with having other sources of knowing the world than being there as a basis of my research. Another part of the problem, I think, is noise. When you're not here, there is not enough noise-and too much noise at the same time.
I guess there is much in most research projects that will not make it into the final publications. But I imagine there is more discarded bits and pieces in a project based on ethnographic fieldwork. When the research instrument is your own body, which is on 24-7, where there are constantly sounds and smells and sights to make sense of. Noise in this sense, is about overcrowded trolley buses, money sent from hand to hand in a marshrutka, the crowds outside inexplicably closed metro doors. It is the unknown man who explains that you cannot stand and dither so long at the crossing because then you will never get across the street, or the old woman at the cemetery who is praising the bird song and peace, or, for that matter, the clatter of high heels against the paving stones. Things that seem The politruk's glasses. Photo by the author.
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irrelevant, but that I think are important. This is noise in the sense of the roar of a river. Even if you're interested in the wetter properties of water; take away the roar, and you take away a good deal of what that river is.
There is not much of this on social media. There might be a good deal of posting going on, and of course this is indicative of something, and can be an excellent source to find out about that something, but I miss the noise. The media is such a severe filter in itself, content curated with varying degrees of care. Where are all the things going on around the thing I'm supposed to study? The things that give it context and meaning. Even for the most frequent posters, there is but a tiny fraction of their life that goes online. There might well be good answers to this in any of the many handbooks on studying social media that I keep checking out from the library and return unread, but my hunch is that the problem probably has to do with me not viewing the internet as a site, in keeping with anthropological terminology. And perhaps it needs to be a site to do it justice. Instead, I have seen it as a way of getting a glimpse of the real site. A way to reach what's behind the screen. It might not be surprising that it fails to live up to this promise.
There is too little, and at the same time too much. The internet is its own ever-expanding universe. Social media has its fair share of noise, more like a disturbing static than a romantic roar. Irrelevant posts, trolls, hopeless comment threads. The online selves of some of my interlocutors in the field are a conspiracy-filled nuisance. If they were complex and interesting people when I met them, I don't want to understand their actions or motives anymore, just tell 
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Journal of Current Cultural Research them to get a grip. While there was a good deal of annoying things about them on the ground as well, the whole thing was exciting and intriguing. Their online presentations, however, made me lose interest. Analyzing social media posts might be a way to get some data, get that article written, but it does not spark my curiosity. I'm not particularly interested in what I might find.
The beauty of being able to access things from your office is also a curse. To get material into your own every-day life, instead of you getting immersed in that context, is very convenient-but for a terrible multitasker like myself, far from ideal. Research drowns in the mighty roar of the flood of everyday life. It is too easy to log off: for lunch, for tea, for colleagues knocking on your door, for pre-school pickups… In the field, on expeditions, there were no breaks. The frequent perekur (the smoking-break enjoyed by smokers and non-smokers alike) was prime research time. Even in the city, when the water, so to speak, was out of sight, the roar was still heard. The countless hours I spent alone in my room, curled up on the wide window sill watching Prospekt stachek below; the noise of the six lane road was part of this whole understanding Russia thing.
It is the noise, the kind that I miss, that helps me make sense of my data. It gives me leads and frames of interpretation. It may give a feeling that there is something in this, and noise then turns to music. And if there is no noise, I'm at a loss. Perhaps I'm a hopeless romantic, but give me back my mud, dirt and dust.
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